Introduction
It might be supposed that the phenomenon of abandonment had virtually disappeared. Although it is rare in the UK for a child to be left to their fate by a parent who is never traced, there are still a handful of instances like this every year in England and Wales recorded by the Office for National Statistics. For those adults who were abandoned as infants and who truly know nothing of their background, it is important to ask, firstly, what their experiences have been. Secondly, it would be useful to know the extent to which professionals can empathise simply by knowing about adoption or whether there are additional issues to bear in mind. Finally, if there are particular factors occurring in abandonment, then we need to think about their policy and practice implications.
There are no real answers available to the above questions because this is a grossly under-researched area. We do know, from adoption literature, that people who grow up adopted have a natural need to know about their origins as a part of determining their identity and of understanding who they are (Triseliotis, 1973; Brodzinsky et al, 1992) . We also know that, since this need occurs in 'normal, well-adjusted adults', it is perhaps best seen as a question of 'social identity' (Haimes and Timms, 1985, p 76) and as an attempt to account for being 'different' (p 77), not as pathological or sparked only by a bad adoption experience. As time has gone on, studies of search and reunion have further confirmed that 'having knowledge about one's origins and understanding the reasons for being placed for adoption are important stages in the adopted person's search for identity' (Howe and Feast, 2000, p 187) . We have learned, too, that most adopted people who pursue the possibility of reunion find it 'satisfying and worthwhile' because it can help 'answer questions about origins, background, and the reasons for being placed' (Howe and Feast, 2001, p 362) . We have also made links with different but related areas of child care policy, such as assisted reproduction, where the need to know has hitherto been frustrated (Blyth et al, 2001 ). We might assume, then, that issues about the past and perhaps about themselves in the present might be to the fore for adults who have been abandoned as infants and for whom any possibility of finding out about their heritage, let alone of meeting their birth mothers or other relatives, is completely ruled out. This, in turn, would have implications for practitioners and policy makers in adoption and related fields because it would mean that, despite the small numbers, the particular experiences and needs of adult foundlings should never be forgotten or glossed over within wider considerations about adoption. Every tiny scrap of information or of connectedness to the past might be expected to take on additional significance in a context where almost nothing at all has survived.
Methodology
In 2002-03, a study of abandonment conducted at the University of Warwick, included an attempt to answer the questions stated above as to the particular feelings, experiences and factors involved in having been abandoned. Archival research with police records and with information held by key child care charities, notably the archive of the Thomas Coram Foundation, had already allowed the research team to build up a historical and contemporary picture of abandonment. We had become most interested in true 'foundling' situations where the child had been left and the abandoner had vanished without trace. The second stage of the research consisted of semi-structured telephone interviews conducted with ten adults who had been abandoned as infants, six recruited through people on the NORCAP Foundlings Register (by means of a general approach from NORCAP) 2 and four in response to a BBC appeal following an item on the Radio 4 Woman's Hour programme. Because abandonment is relatively rare and foundlings are often hidden in the population, this was of necessity a small sample. We attempted to make it purposive, however, by recruiting individuals of varying ages and both genders from around the country. They emerged, too, as having had differing experiences of adoption and of finding out about the past. Anonymity was offered to all respondents who wanted it; for example, the NORCAP members telephoned the interviewer on a Freephone number and consequently did not have to reveal their names or contact details. Interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed in full and manually analysed on a thematic basis in order to look for key aspects of the 'foundling' experience. This paper will outline the issues that emerged, the extent to which they appear to take us beyond our mainstream adoption knowledge and the lessons there may be for adoption practitioners.
Finding out
The way in which foundlings had discovered, firstly, that they were adopted and, secondly, that they had been abandoned had varied. Sometimes the two pieces of information had been imparted at around the same time so that abandonment formed part of that individual's adoption story: Haimes and Timms (1985) point out how dependent adopted children are on their adoptive parents to impart information and, earlier, Triseliotis had noted that adopters might well need continual help with disclosure. Certainly, several of the older foundlings in the current study, both male and female, described how they had been denied information yet had been unable to ask questions because it was not done in the era when they were young. There was a hint that the issues of illegitimacy and/or unknown or (considered to be) undesirable background were key elements of what could not be revealed: We know from Haimes and Timms (1985) that 'the background and circumstances of conception and birth continue to be of crucial significance in the present' (p 2). There is another level over and above this, however, that emerged as peculiar to the experience of having been abandoned: Even though every adopted person wants to know why they were placed for adoption, for some adult foundlings we interviewed, the extremity of despair they imagined their birth mother going through did seem to exacerbate the desire to understand exactly what had transpired. This was further compounded by the absolute lack of information that could be passed on to them about her, and about their own earliest days.
My
As well as the need to know, identity issues emerged. Grotevant (1997) emphasises the importance of identity and selfworth in adoption, and relates these to the need to construct an identity through adolescence and into adulthood because of the adoption experience. In the present study, the extent to which this remained a live issue varied. For some, there had always been, and remained, a gap: Three of the foundlings interviewed had actually had their first name pinned to them when they were found but for none of the three, unfortunately, had it been used in childhood -in two instances because the adopters did not like the name and, in the other, because it was a foreign name that was changed in daily usage to something considered more pronounceable by a working-class English family. Two of these respondents reverted to their original first name in adulthood.
There can be, then, additional issues for abandoned people in relation to their names. Unlike other adopted people, foundlings have no known original last name so they tend to get named after some circumstance related to themselves and their discovery, such as the place they were found or the place they were taken to: The issue of time does appear to have distinctive features in abandonment, over and above those in the broader adoption literature. This is because the focus is not only on the possibility that their birth mother will no longer be around but also -in the absence of any written record of who they are -that anyone who might know any information about their case of abandonment will no longer be available. There will then be no way of tracing possible remaining family: The common, but incorrect, assumption that abandoned infants are all newborn, adds a further sense of mystery for those adult foundlings who knew this was not the case for them.
All of the above aspects of abandonment had elements that were different from straightforward adoption.
Place and circumstances
The issue as to whether an infant can be said to have been 'left to be found' is a critical one nowadays for the police, in deciding whether or not to treat an abandonment as a crime. It was vital, too, for the adult foundlings interviewed in our study:
I wanted to know: Was I left to be found or left not to be found? (Male interviewee) Having been left somewhere where they were likely to be found became a highly significant factor in the way they had managed to come to terms with their early history and, of course, one they did not share with other adopted people:
She must have wanted me to be found or she wouldn't have left me safely. (Female interviewee)
Being left in a place where someone was bound to come along took on a major importance. Even a woman who, as a baby, had been left in a telephone box took comfort from the fact that it was 'somewhere dry and safe' and 'used a great deal'. And one person we talked to had a story with definite overtones of (1997, p 235) noted that the adoption experience would naturally give rise for adopted people to questions about 'the circumstances of the loss of their birth parents'. In the present study, on the whole, adult foundlings' feelings towards their birth mothers were certainly full of unknowns but were typically forgiving in nature: It was almost as if it was easier to recognise that a woman abandoning a child must have been in extremis, as opposed to one placing a child for adoption who is commonly assumed to have had choices (even though the latter is not necessarily true; see, for example, Inglis, 1984; Wells, 1994 At least three respondents mentioned having a feeling that their mother might have watched until they were safely discovered.
Being found
One thing that most of the adult foundlings we talked to did seem to have -and, again, this is special to them and not shared with other adopted people -was knowledge of the person who found them. One person found the family of this man, who had discovered her in his vehicle, via media appeals when she was actually looking for her mother. Most of those who knew who had found them also knew their names. In one case, this was written on the birth certificate. All of this group also knew in some detail where they had been found: the town or city, the area and the type of location (the garden of a house, a telephone kiosk, and so on).
For the only two people who did not know where or how they had been found, this appeared to relate to having spent time in institutions in their earliest months. One woman, for example, had been adopted from a former children's home, the whereabouts of whose records were unknown. This left particularly large gaps in their knowledge: Fewer had yet searched other official records of any kind:
I really must make it a thing I do, because I would like to get hold of those records. It would be interesting to read. It probably wouldn't come up with much but, you know, it's part of my life. (Female interviewee)
Several had been given old newspaper cuttings or had searched contemporary media records. Again, this is something that is not relevant to adopted people. Because of their profound lack of early information, a number of the adult foundlings had tried to trace the staff of the hospital or children's home where they had been cared for, or other professionals involved with their case, but all had met with dead ends owing to the lapse of time:
It was so disappointing for me that everything [police file] had just gone -was thrown away, discarded. (Female interviewee)
More than one person talked, in precisely the terms that adopted people more generally often tend to (Haimes and Timms, 1985) , about not wanting to seek more information while their adoptive parents are still alive: The only disappointment was that NORCAP could not do more in the complete absence of linking information:
How can I find anything out now, because I have absolutely nothing to go on? I've no name, I've no clue at all. (Female interviewee)
Just one person, after extensive use of the local media in the area where she was found, thought she had traced a birth family member and was in the process of following this up with a DNA test. Her possible half-sister had always known that her mother had had another baby before her, and had spotted a remarkable family resemblance when the adult foundling concerned was featured on television. Also, this respondent had been found within walking distance of where her possible birth mother had gone to live after being thrown out of home for being pregnant. This potential reunion was a wholly exceptional eventuality, as opposed to being the norm nowadays for many adopted people (albeit still an emotional one).
Telling family and friends
Talking to others about being a foundling was a difficult issue for nearly all of those interviewed:
I'm not ashamed of it, but it's not something that I think should be told to everybody. (Female interviewee)
It is a complex topic to discuss and raises many questions that are difficult, both in terms of not having the information and of the strong emotions aroused. This was particularly true where fiancés and spouses were involved: With younger children, one of the fears was that learning about an abandonment and adoption so close to home would create insecurity:
He said, 'I'm yours, aren't I?' and I said 'Oh, yes'. (Female interviewee) However, others had told their children naturally and easily and could not now even remember when or how. One man's children had always known and had shown little reaction until he wrote out all his experiences, with all the documents that he had, in a little booklet and gave it to his adult son and daughter: There does seem perhaps, then to be an additional layer of concern, embarrassment or emotion for some people in revealing abandonment to their children, as opposed to talking solely about adoption.
Foundlings' views on policy and practice issues
We asked about a range of policy and practice issues that are peculiar to abandonment. Respondents appeared more likely than the general public to know that abandonment is still a criminal offence, but many had only learnt this through NORCAP or only recently. On the whole, they thought it should be decriminalised: 
Discussion
As might be imagined, adults who were abandoned talked about many of the same issues we would have expected from adults who were simply adopted. There are clear overlaps in terms of things like lifelong feelings of loss and the need to know (Triseliotis, 1973; Haimes and Timms, 1985) . On the positive side, abandoned people, like adopted people, seem to be able to use compensatory experiences to overcome a good deal of potential trauma; thus we interviewed one woman who talked about a very happy childhood that had tempered her need to know more about her past. Most foundlings do, of course, go on to be adopted so they share the adoption experience with others.
Where abandonment is concerned, however, there are some issues that more closely resemble an earlier era of adoption practice because of the additional shame or embarrassment that may be felt in relation to having been abandoned or adopting a child who was abandoned. This was true in our sample both of past generations, as with an adoptive parent who had been unable to talk to his foundling son about his background, even though the adoption itself was not concealed, and of more than one respondent in the present who was holding back from telling his or her own children because of the connotations still carried by abandonment. Linked to this additional layer of feelings is the fact that an adult foundling who does not know about his or her background, when going for birth records information, will have an unanticipated shock, even when he or she has come to terms with being adopted.
Foundlings do seem to face a whole set of issues on top of those raised by adoption. Foremost among these is the lack of any knowledge about their identity in the form of birth date, original name, ethnicity and so on. For some, though by no means all, this might make it harder to construct a secure sense of identity and self-worth (Grotevant, 1997) , although the present small-scale, qualitative study cannot cast reliable light on a 'cause and effect' question such as this. Foundlings also have a lost period of time, before they were found, that may cause them distress and confusion. A major issue for those who were abandoned is whether or not they were left somewhere where they were virtually certain to be found and whether or not there was any other evidence of thought or care in the circumstances of their abandonment. These snippets of information are prone to be elaborated into 'abandonment stories' that can take on the same significance as adoption stories. Foundlings also have an additional question in relation to their search for information about their origins. While all adopted people can be assumed to wonder at some time or another why they were placed for adoption, asking why one was abandoned is of a different order. Abandonment is an unsanctioned, still illegal and clearly desperate act that cannot help but raise profound questions about the woman who was driven to do it or to collude with it. Paradoxically, in our sample at least, while this caused deepseated curiosity and yearning to know more, at the same time it appeared to engender feelings of sympathy for a birth mother who was forced to take such an extreme way out of her dilemma.
Finally, all of the foregoing is exacerbated by the complete lack of hope foundlings have of ever gaining access to further information. No one can tell them what their mothers went through, what happened to them personally during their earliest hours, days or sometimes weeks, who they are related to, or even, in most cases, when precisely they were born. No one can inform them how old they are, what their ethnicity is or what health problems they are likely to develop. The only real hope of finding out any of this is the fluke of someone coming forward who knows about their case -and even that slim hope fades seriously over time. This, in turn, compounds the significance of the passing of time because the foundling is dependent solely on people who may still be alive for information, there being no official records to turn to. It makes the lack of knowledge that is shared with other adopted people, such as information about inherited health concerns, particularly poignant because there is no way of ever answering the questions.
Implications for policy and practice
The first implication for the practitioner in all of the above is to reinforce what we already know about adopted children. They have a profound need to know as much as can be known about their background history and to have a very sensitive handling of any gaps that remain. Since there inevitably will be gaps for children and adults who were abandoned, both their social workers and their adoptive parents will need to handle this most carefully. For example, there will be issues if a foundling is placed in an adoptive home with another adopted child when the latter child seeks their birth records information. This will forcefully remind the foundling of what they cannot have.
Everything we know about 'telling' is writ large for abandoned children. They have two issues in their lives that may lead to unfortunate playground or adult revelations if information is not conveyed at the earliest possible time: adoption and abandonment. Also, as we saw above, a failure to explain what little we do know can add to individual confusion and distress. Much can be made, quite legitimately, of apparently tiny facts. A blanket left with a baby can imply a whole world of caring and can help the foundling to cope with the profound question they face as to what on earth their mother went through that forced her to resort to abandonment. Talking about being left to be found, having been cared for, having had any objects left with the infant (where this applies), can all be very helpful. An explanation of professional practice can fill in gaps that may otherwise seem bizarre, like vagueness about a birth date. For birth records counsellors, anticipating the shock that learning about abandonment may cause is essential and gleaning every little snippet from the file in advance of the session with the adult foundling is also likely to be helpful.
We need to do far more for foundlings and for their birth mothers. There should be an official Foundlings Contact Register, operated like the Adoption Contact Register but using the known facts of the abandonment as linking information to make a match. There seems little doubt that abandonment should cease to be a criminal offence since the fear of prosecution could prevent some mothers from coming forward. Presumably other charges could be brought where an infant came to harm or had been placed at undue risk. This leads on to the question of facilitating abandonment. By far the most straightforward method is the French one, whereby a mother can give birth anonymously and simply leave the hospital afterwards. Hamburg appears to be making a switch to this system, in fact, despite having become famous for its earlier 'baby flaps' in the walls of child care institutions. The French approach ensures that both mother and baby receive care and that basic health information, at the least, can be passed on to the child, although it remains controversial because the child concerned, when adult, cannot have access to birth records information (Feast and Howe, 2004) . This may be seen as a violation of identity rights as part of the fundamental rights of the child (O'Donovan, 2000) . In view of the other benefits of facilitated abandonment -the mother can, for example, change her mind if she wants to, without recrimination, and she does not face the threat of prosecution as remains the case in England and Wales -the idea could perhaps be varied in the UK to encompass the holding of other information for the child to receive in adulthood, akin to our current birth records practice for adopted people. Above all, as is indeed reflected in most current practice with the rare cases that do occur, all known details of the abandonment and the period immediately following, and of course any objects left with the baby, need to be preserved and passed on to the child. Keeping the name given at the time of being found as part of a name given later, by the adopters, may also be warmly welcomed by the foundling.
Conclusion
There are particular issues throughout the work with a foundling, from the moment they are discovered to the help they seek in adulthood (for example, in relation to birth records), that do not arise from adoption practice or study but that require additional awareness and knowledge. In particular, there is a real need for professionals to show sensitivity to what it feels like to have a complete lack of background heritage and identity: We have a duty to adult foundlings to think through what this means and to be ready, when one of these comparatively rare cases does occur, to place particular emphasis on any scraps of information or any items that connect with the past. We can also, if we encounter foundlings in our practice, show understanding of their particular experiences, the profound gaps in their knowledge about their origins and background, and the probable hopelessness of their desire to find out more. We can help them construct an identity in other ways and, meanwhile, we can argue for policy changes that might prevent such cases from occurring in the future or, at least, make access to information about the past more possible.
